Quantitative real-time RT-PCR detects elevated Wilms tumor gene (WT1) expression in autologous blood stem cell preparations (PBSCs) from acute myeloid leukemia (AML) patients indicating contamination with leukemic blasts.
High-dose chemotherapy with subsequent autologous stem cell transplantation is believed to be of therapeutic benefit in patients with acute myeloid leukemia (AML), especially when no allogeneic bone marrow donor is available. One of the main risks is contamination of the stem cell preparations with leukemic blasts, which may account for a higher relapse rate compared to allogeneic bone marrow transplantation. Since overexpression of WT1 is common in leukemic blasts, we investigated, whether PBSCs from AML patients express WT1 at a higher level as compared to patients with solid cancers. PBSCs of seven patients with AML and of five patients with solid cancers were investigated for WT1 expression. Total WT1 copy count was determined in a standardized quantitative real time RT-PCR. WT1 expression was found in all AML PBSCs with an average copy number of 49.99 +/- 61.09. In solid cancers WT1 expression was statistically significantly lower with a copy number of 3.51 +/- 1.92. In AML patients with sustained complete remission we found a nearly significantly lower WT1 expression than in patients who relapsed within the first year after stem cell transplantation. Our data show a higher WT1 expression in PBSCs of AML patients compared to patients with solid cancers. This finding might indicate a contamination with leukemic blasts. Quantification of WT1 in PBSCs might therefore be useful to estimate the risk of relapse after autologous stem cell transplantation in AML patients.